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DISCUSSION: The preference visa petition was denied by the Director, Texas Service Center, and 
is now before the Administrative Appeals Office (AAO) on appeal. The appeal will be dismissed. 


The petitioner is a pet food manufacturer and retailer. It seeks to employ the beneficiary 
permanently in the United States as a veterinarian consultant. As required by statute, the petition is 
accompanied by an ETA Form 9089, Application for Permanent Employment Certification, 
approved by the United States Department of Labor (DOL). Upon reviewing the petition, the 
director determined that the beneficiary did not satisfy the minimum level of education stated on the 
labor certification and that the petitioner had not established that it had the continuing ability to pay 
the beneficiary the proffered wage beginning on the priority date of the visa petition. The director 
denied the petition accordingly. 


The record shows that the appeal is properly filed, timely and makes a specific allegation of error in 
law or fact. The procedural history in this case is documented by the record and incorporated into 
the decision. Further elaboration of the procedural history will be made only as necessary. 


As set forth in the director’s March 5, 2010 denial, the issues in this case are whether the beneficiary 
possessed the minimum level of education stated on the labor certification and whether the petitioner 
has the ability to pay the proffered wage as of the priority date and continuing until the beneficiary 
obtains lawful permanent residence. 


In pertinent part, section 203(b)(2) of the Immigration and Nationality Act (the Act), 8 U.S.C. § 
1153(b)(2), provides immigrant classification to members of the professions holding advanced 
degrees or their equivalent and whose services are sought by an employer in the United States. An 
advanced degree is a United States academic or professional degree or a foreign equivalent degree 
above the baccalaureate level. 8 C.F.R. § 204.5(k)(2). The regulation further states: “A United 
States baccalaureate degree or a foreign equivalent degree followed by at least five years of 
progressive experience in the specialty shall be considered the equivalent of a master’s degree. If a 
doctoral degree is customarily required by the specialty, the alien must have a United States 
doctorate or a foreign equivalent degree.” Id. 


The AAO conducts appellate review on a de novo basis. See Soltane v. DOJ, 381 F.3d 143, 145 (3d 
Cir. 2004). The AAO considers all pertinent evidence in the record, including new evidence 
properly submitted upon appeal.’ 


' The submission of additional evidence on appeal is allowed by the instructions to the Form I-290B, 
which are incorporated into the regulations at 8 C.F.R. § 103.2(a)(1). The record in the instant case 
provides no reason to preclude consideration of any of the documents newly submitted on appeal. 
See Matter of Soriano, 19 I&N Dec. 764 (BIA 1988). 
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Beneficiary Qualifications 


As noted above, the ETA Form 9089 in this matter is certified by the DOL. The DOL’s role is limited 
to determining whether there are sufficient workers who are able, willing, qualified and available and 
whether the employment of the alien will adversely affect the wages and working conditions of workers 
in the United States similarly employed. Section 212(a)(5)(A)(i) of the Act; 20 C.F.R. § 656.1(a). 


It is significant that none of the above inquiries assigned to the DOL, or the remaining regulations 
implementing these duties under 20 C.F.R. § 656, involve a determination as to whether or not the alien 
is qualified for a specific immigrant classification or even the job offered. This fact has not gone 
unnoticed by federal circuit courts. See Tongatapu Woodcraft Hawaii, Ltd. v. Feldman, 736 F. 2d 
1305, 1309 (9"" Cir. 1984); Madany v. Smith, 696 F.2d 1008, 1012-1013 (D.C. Cir. 1983). 


A United States baccalaureate degree is generally found to require four years of education. Matter 
of Shah, 17 I&N Dec. 244 (Reg’l. Comm’r. 1977). This decision involved a petition filed under 
8 U.S.C. §1153(a)(3) as amended in 1976. At that time, this section provided: 


Visas shall next be made available . . . to qualified immigrants who are members of 
the professions .... 


The Act added section 203(b)(2)(A) of the Act, 8 U.S.C. §1153(b)(2)(A), which provides: 


Visas shall be made available . . . to qualified immigrants who are members of the 
professions holding advanced degrees or their equivalent... . 


Significantly, the statutory language used prior to Matter of Shah, 17 I&N Dec. at 244, is identical to 
the statutory language used subsequent to that decision but for the requirement that the immigrant 
hold an advanced degree or its equivalent. The Joint Explanatory Statement of the Committee of 
Conference, published as part of the House of Representatives Conference Report on the Act, 
provides that “[in] considering equivalency in category 2 advanced degrees, it is anticipated that the 
alien must have a bachelor’s degree with at least five years progressive experience in the 
professions.” H.R. Conf. Rep. No. 955, 101'' Cong., 2™ Sess. 1990, 1990 U.S.C.C.A.N. 6784, 1990 
WL 201613 at *6786 (Oct. 26, 1990). 


At the time of enactment of section 203(b)(2) of the Act in 1990, it had been almost thirteen years 
since Matter of Shah was issued. Congress is presumed to have intended a four-year degree when it 
stated that an alien “must have a bachelor’s degree” when considering equivalency for second 
preference immigrant visas. We must assume that Congress was aware of the agency’s previous 
treatment of a “bachelor’s degree” under the Act when the new classification was enacted and did 
not intend to alter the agency’s interpretation of that term. See Lorillard v. Pons, 434 U.S. 575, 580- 
81 (1978) (Congress is presumed to be aware of administrative and judicial interpretations where it 
adopts a new law incorporating sections of a prior law). See also 56 Fed. Reg. 60897, 60900 (Nov. 
29, 1991) (an alien must have at least a bachelor’s degree). 
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In 1991, when the final rule for 8 C.F.R. § 204.5 was published in the Federal Register, the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service (the Service), responded to criticism that the regulation 
required an alien to have a bachelor’s degree as a minimum and that the regulation did not allow for 
the substitution of experience for education. After reviewing section 121 of the Immigration Act of 
1990, Pub. L. 101-649 (1990), and the Joint Explanatory Statement of the Committee of Conference, 
the Service specifically noted that both the Act and the legislative history indicate that an alien must 
have at least a bachelor’s degree: 


The Act states that, in order to qualify under the second classification, alien members 
of the professions must hold “advanced degrees or their equivalent.” As the 
legislative history . . . indicates, the equivalent of an advanced degree is “a bachelor’s 
degree with at least five years progressive experience in the professions.” Because 
neither the Act nor its legislative history indicates that bachelor’s or advanced degrees 
must be United States degrees, the Service will recognize foreign equivalent degrees. 
But both the Act and its legislative history make clear that, in order to qualify as a 
professional under the third classification or to have experience equating to an 
advanced degree under the second, an alien must have at least a bachelor’s degree. 


56 Fed. Reg. 60897, 60900 (Nov. 29, 1991) (emphasis added). 


There is no provision in the statute or the regulations that would allow a beneficiary to qualify under 
section 203(b)(2) of the Act as a member of the professions holding an advanced degree with 
anything less than a full baccalaureate degree (plus the requisite five years of progressive experience 
in the specialty). More specifically, a three-year bachelor’s degree will not be considered to be the 
“foreign equivalent degree” to a United States baccalaureate degree. Matter of Shah, 17 1&N Dec. at 
245. Where the analysis of the beneficiary’s credentials relies on work experience alone or a 
combination of multiple lesser degrees, the result is the “equivalent” of a bachelor’s degree rather 
than a “foreign equivalent degree.”* In order to have experience and education equating to an 
advanced degree under section 203(b)(2) of the Act, the beneficiary must have a single degree that is 
the “foreign equivalent degree” to a United States baccalaureate degree (plus the requisite five years 
of progressive experience in the specialty). 8 C.F.R. § 204.5(k)(2). 


For this classification, advanced degree professional, the regulation at 8 C.F.R. § 204.5(k)(3)(i)(B) 
requires the submission of an “official academic record showing that the alien has a United States 
baccalaureate degree or a foreign equivalent degree” (plus evidence of five years of progressive 
experience in the specialty). For classification as a member of the professions, the regulation at 8 
C.F.R. § 204.5(1)(3)(ii)(C) requires the submission of “an official college or university record 
showing the date the baccalaureate degree was awarded and the area of concentration of study.” We 
cannot conclude that the evidence required to demonstrate that an alien is an advanced degree 


> Compare 8 C.F.R. § 214.2(h)(4)(iii)(D)(5) (defining for purposes of a nonimmigrant visa 
classification, the “equivalence to completion of a college degree” as including, in certain cases, a 
specific combination of education and experience). The regulations pertaining to the immigrant 
classification sought in this matter do not contain similar language. 
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professional is any less than the evidence required to show that the alien is a professional. To do so 
would undermine the congressionally mandated classification scheme by allowing a_ lesser 
evidentiary standard for the more restrictive visa classification. Moreover, the commentary 
accompanying the proposed advanced degree professional regulation specifically states that a 
“baccalaureate means a bachelor’s degree received from a college or university, or an equivalent 
degree.” (Emphasis added.) 56 Fed. Reg. 30703, 30306 (July 5, 1991). Compare 8 C.F.R. 
§ 204.5(k)(3)(ii)(A) (relating to aliens of exceptional ability requiring the submission of “an official 
academic record showing that the alien has a degree, diploma, certificate or similar award from a 
college, university, school or other institution of learning relating to the area of exceptional ability”). 


The required education, training, experience, and special requirements for the offered position are set 
forth at Part H of the ETA Form 9089. Here, Part H shows that the position requires a doctorate 
degree, or foreign educational equivalent, in veterinary science. Part H-8 asks the employer if there 
is an alternate combination of education and experience that is acceptable. The petitioner answered 
this question "no." Therefore, the minimum education required by the labor certification is a 
doctorate degree or foreign educational equivalent. 


The beneficiary set forth his credentials on the labor certification and signed his name, under a 
declaration that the contents of the form are true and correct under the penalty of perjury. The 
beneficiary claims that he attended the University of Natal in South Africa and received a Master of 
Science degree in medicine. He also claims to have earned a bachelor of veterinary medicine in 1966 at 
the University of Pretoria, South Africa. 


The record contains an evaluation of the beneficiary’s credentials prepared by Joel B. Slocum for 
Education International on May 1, 1995. The evaluation concludes that the beneficiary received the 
“professional” equivalent of a doctor’s (D.V.M.) degree in veterinary medicine and the equivalent of a 
master’s degree in a medical science. 


USCIS may, in its discretion, use as advisory opinions statements submitted as expert testimony. 
See Matter of Caron International, 19 1&N Dec. 791, 795 (Commr. 1988). However, USCIS is 
ultimately responsible for making the final determination regarding an alien’s eligibility for the 
benefit sought. Jd. The submission of letters from experts supporting the petition is not presumptive 
evidence of eligibility. USCIS may evaluate the content of the letters as to whether they support the 
alien’s eligibility. See id. USCIS may give less weight to an opinion that is not corroborated, in 
accord with other information or is in any way questionable. Id. at 795. See also Matter of Soffici, 
22 I&N Dec. 158, 165 (Commr. 1998) (citing Matter of Treasure Craft of California, 14 I&N Dec. 
190 (Reg. Commr. 1972)); Matter of D-R-, 25 I&N Dec. 445 (BIA 2011)(expert witness testimony 
may be given different weight depending on the extent of the expert’s qualifications or the relevance, 
reliability, and probative value of the testimony). 


On appeal, counsel states that the beneficiary’s education equivalent to a U.S. doctorate degree 
based on the beneficiary’s “rigorous academic preparation which included extensive research, 
advanced coursework and writing a 300-page thesis in addition to numerous other research articles.” 
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petitioning business will be considered if the evidence warrants such consideration. See Matter of 
Sonegawa, 12 I&N Dec. 612 (Reg. Comm. 1967). 


In determining the petitioner’s ability to pay the proffered wage during a given period, USCIS will 
first examine whether the petitioner employed and paid the beneficiary during that period. If the 
petitioner establishes by documentary evidence that it employed the beneficiary at a salary equal to 
or greater than the proffered wage, the evidence will be considered prima facie proof of the 
petitioner’s ability to pay the proffered wage. 


Here, the petitioner did not establish that it paid wages to the beneficiary in any of the relevant years. 


i s Form 1099 which shows wages paid to the beneficiary by 


On appeal, counsel submits a statement from the petitioner’s accountant which states that the 
petitioner and Se eee, have the same leadership and management. 
Therefore, the wages paid by iS should be used to show the 
petitioner’s ability to pay. However, because a corporation is a separate and distinct legal entity from 
its owners and shareholders, the assets of its shareholders or of other enterprises or corporations 
cannot be considered in determining the petitioning corporation’s ability to pay the proffered wage. 
See Matter of Aphrodite Investments, Ltd., 17 I&N Dec. 530 (Comm’r 1980). The court in Sitar v. 
Ashcroft, 2003 WL 22203713 (D.Mass. Sept. 18, 2003) stated, “nothing in the governing regulation, 
8 C.F.R. § 204.5, permits [USCIS] to consider the financial resources of individuals or entities who 
have no legal obligation to pay the wage.” There is no evidence in the record that the beneficiary’s 
salary paid by originates with the petitioner and that the issuer of 
the Form 1099 acts as a payroll processor. To the contrary, it appears that this separate and distinct 
corporation was the beneficiary’s employer in 2008. 


If, as in this case, the petitioner has not established that it paid the beneficiary an amount at least 
equal to the proffered wage during the required period, USCIS will next examine the net income 
figure reflected on the petitioner’s federal income tax return, without consideration of depreciation 
or other expenses. River Street Donuts, LLC v. Napolitano, 558 F.3d 111 (1* Cir. 2009); Taco 
Especial v. Napolitano, 696 F. Supp. 2d 873 (E.D. Mich. 2010), aff'd, No. 10-1517 (6th Cir. filed 
Nov. 10, 2011). Reliance on federal income tax returns as a basis for determining a petitioner’s 
ability to pay the proffered wage is well established by judicial precedent. Elatos Restaurant Corp. 
v. Sava, 632 F. Supp. 1049, 1054 (S.D.N.Y. 1986) (citing Tongatapu Woodcraft Hawaii, Ltd. v. 
Feldman, 736 F.2d 1305 (9th Cir. 1984)); see also Chi-Feng Chang v. Thornburgh, 719 F. Supp. 
532 (N.D. Texas 1989); K.C.P. Food Co., Inc. v. Sava, 623 F. Supp. 1080 (S.D.N.Y. 1985); Ubeda 
v. Palmer, 539 F. Supp. 647 (N.D. Ill. 1982), aff'd, 703 F.2d 571 (7th Cir. 1983). Reliance on the 
petitioner’s gross receipts and wage expense is misplaced. Showing that the petitioner’s gross 
receipts exceeded the proffered wage is insufficient. Similarly, showing that the petitioner paid 
wages in excess of the proffered wage is insufficient. 


In K.C.P. Food Co., Inc. v. Sava, 623 F. Supp. at 1084, the court held that the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service, now USCIS, had properly relied on the petitioner’s net income figure, as 
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stated on the petitioner’s corporate income tax returns, rather than the petitioner’s gross income. 
The court specifically rejected the argument that USCIS should have considered income before 
expenses were paid rather than net income. See Taco Especial v. Napolitano, 696 F. Supp. 2d at 881 
(gross profits overstate an employer's ability to pay because it ignores other necessary expenses). 


With respect to depreciation, the court in River Street Donuts noted: 


The AAO recognized that a depreciation deduction is a systematic allocation of 
the cost of a tangible long-term asset and does not represent a specific cash 
expenditure during the year claimed. Furthermore, the AAO indicated that the 
allocation of the depreciation of a long-term asset could be spread out over the 
years or concentrated into a few depending on the petitioner's choice of 
accounting and depreciation methods. Nonetheless, the AAO explained that 
depreciation represents an actual cost of doing business, which could represent 
either the diminution in value of buildings and equipment or the accumulation of 
funds necessary to replace perishable equipment and buildings. Accordingly, the 
AAO stressed that even though amounts deducted for depreciation do not 
represent current use of cash, neither does it represent amounts available to pay 
wages. 


We find that the AAO has a rational explanation for its policy of not adding 
depreciation back to net income. Namely, that the amount spent on a long term 
tangible asset is a "real" expense. 


River Street Donuts at 118. “[USCIS] and judicial precedent support the use of tax returns and the 
net income figures in determining petitioner’s ability to pay. Plaintiffs’ argument that these figures 
should be revised by the court by adding back depreciation is without support.” Chi-Feng Chang at 
537 (emphasis added). 


The record does not contain any of the petitioner’s tax returns. Therefore, the AAO is unable to 
determine whether the petitioner had sufficient net income or net current assets to pay the proffered 
wage. It is noted that the director specifically requested tax returns or audited financial statements in 
the July 25, 2009 Request for Evidence. Counsel replied in a letter dated August 25, 2009 that the 
“companies do not wish to release financial statements.” The non-existence or other unavailability of 
required evidence creates a presumption of ineligibility. 8 C.F.R. § 103.2(b)(2)(). Failure to submit 
requested evidence shall be grounds for denying the petition. 8 C.F.R. § 103.2(b)(14). 


Since the petitioner has not established that it had the continuing ability to pay the beneficiary the 
proffered wage as of the priority date through an examination of wages paid to the beneficiary, or its 
net income or net current assets, USCIS may consider the overall magnitude of the petitioner’s 
business activities in its determination of the petitioner’s ability to pay the proffered wage. See 
Matter of Sonegawa, 12 I&N Dec. 612. 
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The petitioning entity in Sonegawa had been in business for over 11 years and routinely earned a 
gross annual income of about $100,000. During the year in which the petition was filed in that case, 
the petitioner changed business locations and paid rent on both the old and new locations for five 
months. There were large moving costs and also a period of time when the petitioner was unable to 
do regular business. The Regional Commissioner determined that the petitioner’s prospects for a 
resumption of successful business operations were well established. The petitioner was a fashion 
designer whose work had been featured in Time and Look magazines. Her clients included Miss 
Universe, movie actresses, and society matrons. The petitioner’s clients had been included in the 
lists of the best-dressed California women. The petitioner lectured on fashion design at design and 
fashion shows throughout the United States and at colleges and universities in California. The 
Regional Commissioner’s determination in Sonegawa was based in part on the petitioner’s sound 
business reputation and outstanding reputation as a couturiere. 


As in Sonegawa, USCIS may, at its discretion, consider evidence relevant to the petitioner’s 
financial ability that falls outside of a petitioner’s net income and net current assets. USCIS may 
consider such factors as the number of years the petitioner has been doing business, the established 
historical growth of the petitioner’s business, the overall number of employees, the occurrence of 
any uncharacteristic business expenditures or losses, the petitioner’s reputation within its industry, 
whether the beneficiary is replacing a former employee or an outsourced service, or any other 
evidence that USCIS deems relevant to the petitioner’s ability to pay the proffered wage. 


The AAO recognizes that the petitioner has been in business since 1974. Nevertheless, the evidence 
submitted does not reflect a pattern of significant growth or the occurrence of an uncharacteristic 
business expenditure or loss that would explain its inability to pay the proffered wage from the 
priority date. In addition, no evidence has been presented to show that the petitioner has a sound and 
outstanding business reputation as in Sonegawa. Unlike Sonegawa, the petitioner has not submitted 
any evidence reflecting the company's reputation or historical growth since its inception in 1974. 
Nor has it included any evidence or detailed explanation of the corporation's milestone 
achievements. The petitioner has failed to submit any of the evidence required by the regulations to 
establish its continuing ability to pay the proffered wage, even after being requested to do so by the 
director. 8 C.F.R. § 204.5(g)(2); 8 C.F.R. § 103.2(b)(14). Thus, assessing the totality of the 
circumstances in this individual case, it is concluded that the petitioner has not established that it had 
the continuing ability to pay the proffered wage. 


The record does not establish that the beneficiary meets the minimum requirements of the offered 
position as set forth in the labor certification. Additionally, the evidence submitted does not 
establish that the petitioner had the continuing ability to pay the proffered wage beginning on the 
priority date. 


The petition will be denied for the above stated reasons, with each considered as an independent and 
alternative basis for denial. The burden of proof in these proceedings rests solely with the petitioner. 


Section 291 of the Act, 8 U.S.C. § 1361. The petitioner has not met that burden. 


ORDER: The appeal is dismissed. 


